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1910	Mr. Austen Chamberlain, and Lord Cawdor.   Twelve meetings were
Age 67-58 ^^ j^^^ ^hat £ate an(j ^he en(j of juiy^ some of them on con-
secutive days. It was stipulated that the proceedings should be
strictly private and confidential, and except for one leakage towards
the end of July, which drew a sharp comment from the Prime
Minister, this condition was well observed. But nothing could
prevent a certain restiveness in both parties, and the hotter partisans
in each made no secret of their fears that coalitions might be
arranged, or principles and positions that they held vital be bar-
gained away in this secret conclave. Mr. Birrell endeavoured to
reassure his constituents :
" One observation I will allow myself and one only. It is this—that
any Conference that may be taking place is not between Popes or
Plenipotentiaries ; it is not between those who can bind or loose, or
between those who can sign, seal and deliver. Therefore do not be
agitated; there is no need to be agitated. The notion that anybody
would meet round a table to try to discover compromises or invent them
is unreasonable and ridiculous. The object of any conference must be
to discover agreement, how much agreement there is, how far it goes,
to what it extends, how far it will carry. It is obviously the duty oj
$ny persons engaged in any such task as this not to invent compromises
but to discover agreement; and then, if discovery is not made, or if it ie
unsatisfactory, I assure you all, the most enthusiastic politician amongsl
you, that you will find yourselves relegated to your former positions
with all your rights preserved and able to fight as hard, and I hope an
vigorously, with as much good sense and as much information as before,
when the time comes."1
Asquith himself has characterised the Conference as " an hones*
axxd continuous effort " extending over the best part of six months
to arrive at a settlement, and at one time there were reasonable
hopes of its success. On 29th July, just before Parliament rose, h€
gave a moderately optimistic report of progress up to that point:
" The representatives of the Government and the Opposition have
held twelve meetings, and have carefully surveyed a large part of th<
field of controversy, and the result is that our discussions have mad<
such progress, although we have not so far reached an agreement, as tc
render it, in the opinion of all of us, not only desirable but necessary
that they should continue. In fact I may go farther, and say that w<
should think it wrong at this stage to break them off. There is no questioi
of their indefinite continuance, and if we find as a result of our furthe]
deliberations during the recess that there is no prospect of an agreemem
that can be announced to Parliament in the course of the present session
we shafl bring the Conference to a close."
It was proposed that the Conference should meet during th
1 Speech at Bristol, 24th June, 1910.

